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THE  LOST  MOOD  OF  ADVENTURE 

"He  who  watches  the  wind  will  never  sow^ 
and  he  who  keeps  an  eye  on  the  clouds 
will  never  reap."  Eccles.    11:4   (NEB) 


During  the  course  of  the  last  fifteen  years  we 
have  been  upset  more  than  once  by  the  overly  zealous. 
The  late  Saul  Alinski  was  fond  of  crediting  radicals 
with  getting  history  off  dead  center.  He  once  wrote, 
"Radicals  precipitate  the  social  crisis  by  action  — 
by  using  power .   Liberals  may  then  timidly  follow 
along  or  else,  as  in  most  cases,  be  swept  forward 
along  the  course  set  by  radicals,  but  all  because  of 
forces  unloosed  by  radical  action."  _1 

We  may  give  assent  to  that  statement  with  our 
minds ,  but  it  is  hard  for  most  of  us  to  warm  up  to  the 
overly  zealous .   This  is  true  whether  that  zealot  in 
your  life  is  pushing  Women's  Liberation,  Aid  for  Israel, 
Prison  Reform  or  National  Health  Insurance . 

But  it  is  becoming  clearer  by  the  day  that  the 
overly  prudent  pose  a  more  formidable  threat  to  our 
society  than  the  overly  zealous.   Our  nation,  it  would 
appear,  has  become  excessively  wary  and  cautious.   Re- 
trenchment is  a  true  description  of  our  mood.   Fear 
has  overtaken  us  at  virtually  every  level  of  life.  We 
find  ourselves  waiting  back  to  see  what  life  will  do 
to  us  next.   The  old  adage,  "Nothing  ventured,  nothing 
gained,"  has  been  replaced.   The  watchword  now  is, 
"Nothing  risked,  nothing  lost." 

It  would  be  hard  to  find  in  the  Holy  Bible  a  bet- 
ter antidote  for  what  ails  us  than  these  words  from 
what  has  been  described  as  the  most  heretical  book  of 
the  third  century  B.C.   I  speak  of  the  eleventh  chap- 
ter of  Ecclesiastes  and  the  fourth  verse:   "He  who 
watches  the  wind  will  never  sow,  and  he  who  keeps  an 
eye  on  the  clouds  will  never  reap." 


The  author  of  tho^  e  words  we  do  not  know  for  sure. 
But,  no  matter.   We  do  know  that  he  was  familiar  with 
an  agrarian  economy,  for  the  reference  is  obviously  to 
farming.   People  in  Iowa  or  Kansas  would  have  no  trou- 
ble knowing  what  he  meant .   But  come  now,  we  who  get 
our  vegetables  not  from  the  ground  but  from  the  grocer 
know  what  this  voice  is  saying  too!   It_  is_  never  a_ 
completely  opportune  time  to  do  anything.   The  farmer 
who  cares  too  much  about  wind  velocity  and  the  likeli- 
hood of  rain  will  never  plant.   Thus,  he  will  never 
reap.   Likewise,  men  and  women  who  wait  for  the  per- 
fect time  to  do  what  is  in  theii  bones  and  hearts  to 
do  will  wind  up  doing  nothing.   "He  who  watches  the 
wind  will  never  sow,  and  he  who  keeps  an  eye  on  the 
clouds  will  never  reap." 

The  phenomenon  has  crept  up  upon  us  gradually, 
but  is  is  plain  to  see  that  we_  have  become  a_  nation 
of  wind  watchers  and  cloud  examiners .   Lots  of  people 
in  our  society  make  a  handsome  living  out  of  telling 
us  what's  up.   The  Club  of  Rome  report  was  avidly 
read  and  noted.   We  pay  a  pretty  dollar  for  the  in- 
sights of  the  Wall  Street  forecaster.   Pollsters  are 
forever  canvassing  the  great  and  the  near-great  as  to 
how  they  read  the  wind  and  clouds .   When  esteemed  fig- 
ures from  the  world  of  banking  or  industry  clear  their 
throats  to  tell  us  how  they  see  tomorrow,  we  usually 
clear  our  ears  and  listen! 

We  live  defensively  and  passively.   Our  dreams 
have  been  intimidated  by  the  computer.   We  keep  wait- 
ing for  a  signal  that  never  comes.   We  have  become  a 
generation  of  on- lookers  rather  than  a  daring  cast  of 
actors . 

It  is  no  secret  that  I  enjoy  very  much  the  humor 
of  Flip  Wilson.   (It  is  one  of  life's  little  mysteries 
that  this  talented  gentleman  should  be  denied  a  weekly 
show  while  lesser  entities  persist. )   The  other  night 
a  character  in  a  Flip  Wilson  sketch  was  asked  about 
his  religion.   He  replied,  "I'm  a  Jehovah's  By-stander." 
He  went  on  to  add:  "They  asked  me  to  become  a  Witness 
but  I  didn't  want  to  get  involved!"   "He  who  watches 
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the  wind  will  never  sow3  and  he  who  keeps  an  eye  on 
the  clouds  will  never  reap.,'; 


To  help  us  recover  the  lost  mood  of  adventure  I 
want  briefly  to  cite  the  lessons  of  history  and  the 
teachings  of  our  faith.   If  history  teaches  us  anything 
it  tells  us  that  the  human  spirit  can  triumph  in  the 
face  of  high  winds  and  dark  clouds.   Not  only  are  we 
fearfully  and  wonderfully  made ;  we  are  heroically  made 
as  wello 

The  times  have  never  been  totally  fortuitous  for 
any  human  achievement.   Robert  Fulton  persisted  with 
his  steam  engine  when  everyone  thought  it  folly.   The 
Wright  brothers  were  regarded  as  eccentrics  when  they 
fiddled  with  the  Kitty  Hawk.   The  colonists  were  taken 
for  mindless  visionaries  when  they  anticipated  the 
break  with  England  and  saw  the  possibility  of  a  new 
republic  in  the  New  World.   Ghandi  was  written  off  as 
a  sufferable  idealist  when  he  set  out  to  free  his  land 
from  foreign  domination  by  the  tactic  of  non-violence. 

Shucks,  it's  never  a  good  time  to  do  anything,  is 
it?   It's  never  a  good  time  to  raise  money .   Never  a 
good  time  to  go  on  with  your  education.   Never  a  good 
time  to  develop  and  release  your  talent.   Never  a  good 
time  to  raise  a  family,  build  a  city,  fall  in  love, 
quit  your  job  for  another,  plough  your  energies  into 
some  crusade  for  justice.   The  point  is  that  the  human 
spirit  has  a  way  of  transcending  the  times  that  would 
hem  it  in  and  smother  it  in  frustration. 

To  this  Norman  Cousins  called  our  attention  in  a 
recent  editorial  for  the  "Saturday  Review."  "The  com- 
puter can't  be  programmed  to  comprehend  the  mysteries 
of  human  response.   The  computer  has  no  way  of  antici- 
pating the  advent  of  a  Thomas  Jefferson  or  a  Winston 
Churchill  or  anyone  capable  of  generating  ideas  that 
can  lead  to  great  change." 

He  then  concluded,  "Men  in  a  condition  of  despair 
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cannot  be  commanded  to  generate  glorious  dreams,   But 
they  can  be  encouraged  to  re-discover  themselves  and 
to  be  reminded  of  past  achievements  under  circumstances 
of  enormous  difficulty.   They  can  be  given  confidence 
in  the  naturalness  of  their  visions  and  the  reach  of 
the  human  mind."  2_  And  so  they  can!   "He  who  watches 
the  wind  will  never  sow,  and  he  who  keeps  an  eye  on 
the  clouds  will  never  reap." 


As  Christians  we  have  something  more  to  build  on 
than  the  mere  insights  of  history.   We  have  also  the 
teachings  of  our  faith.   One  of  those  teachings  has 
conditioned  us  to  be  sober  in  our  estimate  of  history. 
Karl  Rahner,  a  distinguished  contemporary  Roman 
Catholic  theologian,  has  pointed  out  that,  "History 
and  society  (for  the  Christian)  will  always  remain 
both  created  and  fallen,  and  the  objects  of  both  judg- 
ment and  blessing,"  _3   That  is  to  say,  we  should 
never  be  overly  caught  up  in  secular  optimism,  because 
the  world  is  fallen.   On  the  other  hand,  we  should 
never  become  overly  bogged  down  in  secular  despair, 
because  the  world  is  created. 

We  have  a  sober  view  of  history  because  we  sense 
that  it  bears  the  stamp  of  God.  Always,  in  any  event 
or  circumstance,  there  is  more  than  meets  the  eye. 

Our  faith  also  encourages  us  to  understand  that 
while  we  live  our  life  in  the  world  we  draw  our  life 
from  God.   This  is  so  critical  to  an  experience  of 
faith!   We  live  our  life  in  the  world  but  we  draw  our 
life  from  God.   Faith  enables  us  to  carry  about  with 
us,  in  any  age  or  circumstance,  a  portable  atmosphere 
of  trust  and  hope  and  love.   That  is,  we  bring  our  own 
climate  to  a  particular  situation.   We  are  influenced 
by  the  world  but  not  controlled  by  the  world.   The 
controlling  factor  is  the  spirit  of  God  within  us. 

I  think  Emily  Dickinson  was  saying  the  same  thing 
in  a  far  more  touching  way  when  she  wrote, 
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"To  make  a  prairie  it  takes 
a  clover  and  one  bee. 
One  clover  and  a  bee 
And  revery. 

The  revery  alone  will  do 
If  bees  are  few."   4- 

Given  these  teachings ,  two  adventures  beckon  as 
we  stand  on  the  edge  of  a  New  Year.   I  heartily  invite 
you  to  participate.   One  is  an  adventure  into  social 
righteousness.   Here  and  now!   Often  when  we  are  in- 
vited to  enlist  on  behalf  of  the  poor  and  oppressed  we 
seem  to  say  in  reply,  "Well,  if  things  were  better  I 
would  participate . "   I  suppose  we  could  politely  call 
this  "The  Garden  of  Eden  Hangup . "  We  forget  that  one 
of  the  clearest  impressions  we  have  from  the  early 
chapters  of  Genesis  is  that  of  two  angels  symbolically 
standing  guard  at  the  gates  of  Eden  with  revolving 
swords,  reminding  us  that  we  cannot  go  back,  we  can 
only  go  on.   There  is  no  right  time,  right  place,  to 
begin! 

I  was  taken  back  the  other  day  when  one  of  my 
favorite  writers,  Russell  Baker,  who  does  the  Observer 
Column  in  "The  New  York  Times »" let  it  be  known  that  he 
was  moving  from  Washington  to  New  York  City .  Somebody 
asked  him  why  he  would  leave  the  relative  peace  and 
quiet  of  the  nation's  capitol  for  New  York.  Mr.  Baker 
replied,  "I  missed  combat  in  World  War  II,  and  I  didn't 
get  to  see  any  action  in  Korea  or  Vietnam,  and  I  wanted 
to  have  something  to  tell  my  granchildren."  5_   Well, 
we  welcome  Russell  Baker  to  New  York  City! 

There  never  has  been  a  good  place  to  begin  or  a 
good  time  to  start.   Surely,  sitting  behind  barred  win- 
dows and  triple -locking  the  front  door  is  not  the  final 
answer  to  anything.   Justice  is  the  lubricant  of  so- 
ciety and  one  reason  why  there  is  much  squeaking  and 
clanging  among  us  is  because  justice  has  been  denied. 
Not  enough  of  us  are  sufficiently  involved. 

Larry  O'Brien  was  reminiscing  the  other  day  about 
the  late  President  John  J.  Kennedy.   It  was  Kennedy's 
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habit  to  read  several  newspapers  early  in  the  morning. 
Frequently  when  O'Brien  arrived  to  help  chart  the  day, 
the  President  would  still  be  reading  and  expressing 
anger  at  some  of  the  things  that  had  been  written 
about  him-   "Then,"  said  O'Brien,  "he  would  say  the 
word,  'However.'   With  that  word  his  indignation  would 
be  swept  aside.   It  was  the  signal  that  the  President 
was  ready  to  move  ahead  into  the  business  at  hand." 

This,  I  think,  is  what  Paul  had  in  mind  when,  in 
words  that  might  very  well  be  the  New  Testament  counter- 
part to  the  wisdom  of  Ecclesiastes ,  he  3xhorted  the 
Christians  of  Ephesus  to  "redeem  the  time  because  the 
days  are  evil,"   (Eph.  5:16) 

Marcus  Barth,  the  son  of  Karl  Barth ,  in  a  valuable 
commentary  on  Ephesians  says  of  that  verse,  "Only  one 
thing  is  clear:  the  transitoriness ,  deceptiveness ,  and 
adversity  of  the  time  in  which  the  saints  live  does 
not  excuse  the  people  of  God  from  using  every  opportun- 
ity and  tackling  each  task  they  are  given.   They  can 
use  the  given  time  wisely  instead  of  foolishly  — 
though  they  can  by  no  means  redeem  either  themselves, 
or  their  fellow  man,  or  the  world  by  their  own  works."  5_ 
We  are  not  able  to  redeem  ourselves,  our  nation  or  our 
world  but  we  can  redeem  the  precious  gift  of  time. 
In  the  Hebrew- Christian  view  of  life,  history  is  not 
a_  series  of  problems  that  cry  for  answer ,  but  a_  series 
of  opportunities  that  cry  for  action.   "He  who  watches 
the  wind  will  never  sow,  and  he  who  keeps  an  eye  on 
the  clouds  will  never  reap," 

The  other  frontier  that  I  suggest  has  all  kinds 
of  possibilities  for  adventure  is  the  frontier  of  your 
own  personal  growth.   Never  put  off  living  to  another 
day.   Most  of  us  when  we  examine  our  experience  of  God 
see  it  as  a  series  of  spurts  and  jags.   A  little  ad- 
vancement here  and  a  time  of  retrenchment  and  consoli- 
dation there.  So_  easily  we  give  up  on  ourselves  and 
so  early.   We  assume  that  where  we  are  is  just  about 
where  we  have  to  stay;  which  is,  perhaps,  one  of  the 
most  grievous  sins  that  we  can  commit  because  it  is  a 
sin  against  life  and  against  the  Lord  of  life. 
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George  Bernard  Shaw  is  reported  to  have  said , 
"The  only  man  who  behaves  sensibly  is  my  tailor;  he 
takes  my  measure  anew  each  time  he  sees  me,  whilst  all 
the  rest  go  on  with  their  old  measurements  and  expect 
me  to  fit  them."  7_ 

John  Milton  once  offered  this  incisive  comment  on 
Oliver  Cromwell:  "He  first  acquired  the  government  of 
himself,  and  over  himself  acquired  the  most  signal  vic- 
tories, so  that  on  the  first  day  he  took  the  field 
against  the  external  enemy,  he  was  a  veteran  in  arms, 
consummately  practiced  in  the  toils  and  exigencies  of 
war."  8_ 

The  aim  is  our  own  growth.   Pulling  ourselves  to- 
gether .  Making  ourselves,  in  part,  a  singular  contri- 
bution to  the  world.   To  put  it  in  the  language  of  the 
Scriptures,  in  a  verse  that  deserves  far  more  atten- 
tion than  it  has  received,  Paul,  in  his  second  letter 
to  the  Corinthians,  said  "And  we  all  with  unveiled 
face,  beholding  the  glory  of  the  Lord,  are  being 
changed  into  his  likeness  from  one  degree  of  glory 
to  another ,  for  this  comes  from  the  Lord  who  is  the 
Spirit."  (II  Cor.  3:18)   The  other  incarnation  sug- 
gested  In  the  Christmas  narrative  in  the  incarnation 
in  which  Christ  is  formed  in  us. 


"He  who  watches  the  wind  will  never  sow,  and  he 
who  keeps  an  eye  on  the  clouds  will  never  reap."  Some 
of  us  here  may  be  erring  on  the  side  of  excessive  zeal, 
But  I  think  I'm  right  in  saying  that  more  of  us  are 
erring  on  the  side  of  excessive  caution.   The  overly 
prudent  will  not  reap  because  they  will  never  find  a 
good  time  in  which  to  sow.   Winds  there  are,  to  be 
sure,  and  threatening  clouds.   But  there  are  also  the 
human  spirit  and  the  power  of  the  living  God! 
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CLOSING  PRAYER 

Forgive  us,   Lord,    that  we  have  allowed 
experience  to  triumph  over  expectation; 
that  so  easily  we  succumb  to  the  down-beat 
lamentations  of  an  age  that  has  every  fear 
save  the  fear  of  God! 

Help  us  more  nearly  to  resemble  our  brothers 
and  sisters  of  another  day 
who,   in  the  power  of  the  Spirit, 
turned  themselves  and  the  world 
upside  down. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord.     Amen. 
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